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Child health, a paradigmatic issue in 
modern history
ESTEBAN RODRÍGUEZ-OCAÑA (*)
 The issue of the health, disease and care of children provides 
paradigmatic case studies within modern history. As a matter of fact, 
child history reveals the strategic character of health in modern indus-
trial world, and accordingly, the relevant role of medicine as a cultural 
agency, insofar that medical care of children is one of the elements 
defining the status of children in our days.
 As it is well known, the «discovery of childhood», in the authorized 
words of Philippe Ariès (1914-1984), is a feature of modernity, as a 
process explained by several authors through the mixture of economic 
and population aspects, race worries, sentimental and political changes 
—each one stressing more or less a particular set of priorities, and 
counting on the never ending discussion about its actual development 
in time, as it was pointed out by Rosa Ballester recently on the pages 
of this journal (1). This new social conscience was followed by the esta-
blishment of new values —i.e. with a class timing: thus, they appeared 
earlier within the aristocratic world and became part of the bourgeois 
culture before they became universalised in Western affluent societies—. 
Among those were the sentimentalization theorized by family historians, 
including maternal love, and the discourses on the joys and glories of 
maternity (2). Medicine was a relevant agency within this process, through 
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(2) BADINTER, Elisabeth, L’Amour en plus. Histoire de l’amour maternal XVIIe-XXe 
siècle, Paris, Flammarion, 1980; MORANT DEUSA, Isabel; BOLUFER PERUGA, 
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its contribution to naturalise many of these moral requirements and as 
a structuring factor of the world of childhood (3). Notwithstanding their 
opposition to the central thesis of Ariès, authors like Lloyd de Mause and 
followers of psycohistory agree that in modern society changes relating 
to the protection and promotion of infancy and childhood have been 
outstanding (4). On top of this, the historical problem of infant and child 
mortality is one of the central issues for the history of population, on 
the conflicting explanations for the theory of demographic transition; it 
is timely to recall that the space of death has turned within the expert 
domain of medicine in the modern world (5).
Mónica. Amor, matrimonio y familia. La construcción histórica de la familia moderna, 
Madrid, Ed. Síntesis, 1992; NASH, Mary. Maternidad, maternología y reforma 
eugénica en España, 1900-1939. In : Georges Duby; Michelle Perrot (dir.), Historia 
de las mujeres, vol. 5, Taurus, Madrid, 1993; BOLUFER PERUGA, M. Mujeres e 
Ilustración. La construcción de la feminidad en la España del siglo XVIII, Valencia, 
Alfons el Magnánim, 1998.
(3) BERNABEU MESTRE, Josep; PERDIGUERO-GIL, Enrique. At the Service of 
Spain and Spanish Children: Mother-and-Child Healthcare in Spain during 
the first two decades of Franco s´ Regime (1939-1963). In: Ilana Löwy; John 
Kriege (eds.), Images of disease. Science, public policy and health in post-war Europe, 
Luxembourg, European Communities, 2001, pp. 167-186; BERNABEU MESTRE, 
J. Madres y enfermeras. Demografía y salud en la política poblacionista del pri-
mer franquismo, 1939-1950. Revista de Demografía Histórica, 2002, 20, 123-144.
(4) DE MAUSE, Lloyd ( ed.). Historia de la Infancia, Madrid, Alianza Editorial, 1982 
[originally published in New York, Psychohistory Press, 1974]. 
(5) A few references on comparative studies, as for example IMHOFF, Arthur E. 
La mortalité infantile historique et actuelle. Dialogues entre l’historien et la 
pédiatrie, et entre pays développés et tiers monde. History and Philosophy of 
Life Sciences, 1986, 8, 81-97; MOREL, Marie-France. The care of children. The 
inf luence of medical innovation and medical institutions on infant mortality 
1750-1914. In : R. Schofield, D. Reher, A. Bideau (eds.), The decline of morta-
lity in Europe, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1991, pp. 196 -219; CORSINI, C.A.; 
VIAZZO, P. (eds.). The decline of infant mortality in Europe, 1850-1950. Four 
national cases, Firenze, Istituto degli Innocenti, 1993; ROBLES GONZÁLEZ, 
Elena; POZZI, Lucia. La mortalidad infantil en los años de la transición: una 
ref lexión desde las experiencias italiana y española. Boletín ADEH, 1997, 15 
(1), 165-199. 
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 Thus, the choice of child health and care as subject allows the quest 
of a whole set of extremely interesting problems of astounding resonance, 
and the uses of the plurality of methods akin to modern historiography. 
Such a subject demands integrating plural perspectives from anthropo-
logy, sociology, demography or history of sciences, something which has 
become in itself the striking feature of the history of medicine and health 
in our days —echoing the wish enunciated by Henry Sigerist in 1951 of 
looking towards medicine from the vantage point of society (6).
 Here as in many other cases within historiography, the topics of 
research are linked to present perceptions. Make sure this is not a usual 
pleading for «presentism», but a recall that the aims of the historian 
root within his own personal —and strictly contemporary— conscience. 
Therefore, to explaining the interest towards child history shown by 
historians of medicine and health of the last 25 years or so we should 
look at the modern spread of «a culture of health» (in twin terms of 
right and duty), the weight of the medical profession and institutions, 
and the issues related to the hegemony of a tecno-expertocracy in our 
industrial and post-industrial societies, not to forget the vivid feelings, 
so extended, of inequality (7). 
 From such or similar considerations the V Conference of the Eu-
ropean Association for the History of Medicine and Health was called 
and celebrated in Geneva in September 2001, around the general sub-
ject of Health and the Child: Care and Culture in History. The meeting 
(6) SIGERIST, Henry E. A history of medicine, New York, Oxford University Press, 
1951, vol. 1, p. 32; BERNÈS, Anne-Catherine (ed.). Nouveaux enjeux de l’histoire 
de la médecine. Actes du colloque européen, organisé à l’initiative du Centre européen 
d’histoire de la médecine. Strasbourg, 29 et 30 mars 1990, Strasbourg, Université 
Louis Pasteur/Centre de recherches transdisciplinaires sur les sciences et les 
techniques, 1990. And see the references contained in footnote 1 of RODRÍGUEZ 
OCAÑA, Esteban. Social History of Medicine in Spain. Points of Departure and 
Directions for Research. Social History of Medicine, 2000, 13 (3), 495-513. 
(7) It is enough for an example with the contents of the IX Health Forum of the 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine: WALT, Gill; LEON, David A. 
(eds.). Poverty, inequality and health: an international perspective, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2001. See the chapter by Claudio F. Lanata on child health 
in developing countries. 
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was one of the occasions organised in that city for celebrating several 
anniversaries, the 100th year of the foundation of the Swiss Pediatric 
Society, the 125th anniversary of the School of Medicine and the 40th 
year of its Children’s Hospital, together with a whole series of other 
cultural and scientific activities that took place in the autumm season 
at the cantonal city under the general title of Children stare at us. Cul-
ture, Medicine, Society. The outcome of the Conference was vivid and 
lively as well within the academic sessions as in the breaks, always a 
useful mean to (re)affirm amities and to initiate or fulfil working 
agreements. There was, however, some unexpected absences due to 
the disturbing of regular f lights after the massacre of the Twin Towers 
in New York, a tragedy that occurred only a few days before we met. 
The Conference joined the call made by the European Commission 
to stop working one day at noon and stand in silence and respect to 
the memory of victims for five minutes. 
 This monographic section is made with a short selection of papers 
presented to that Conference, collected as a way of showing the am-
ple thematic and methodological complexity conveyed; in short, as a 
crucial proof of the scientific level reached by the meeting. 
 The most regular feature of this selection stands on the chronolo-
gical side, mostly 20th century, according to the personal choice of this 
editor. There is hardly any doubt that the first proofs of public interest in 
the fate of children are found in the institutionalization of abandonment, 
a quite common practice at the beginnings of the modern age (8). The 
paper by Laurinda Abreu shows the development of such policies in the 
Portuguese city of Évora since 16th century, within that particular Por-
tuguese institution for public charities, the Misericórdia. With her paper, 
Abreu contributes to the strengthening of her research project on public 
(8) BOSWELL, John. The kindness of strangers: The abandonment of children in western 
Europe from late Antiquity to the Renaissance, New York, Pantheon Books, 1988; 
Enfance abandonée et société en Europe,XIVe-XXe siècle. Actes du colloque international… 
Rome, 1987, Rome, École Française de Rome, 1991; PÉREZ MOREDA, Vicente 
(coord.). Expostos e Ilegítimos na realidade Ibérica do século XVI ao presente. Actas 
do III Congresso da ADEH, Porto, Edições Afrontamento, vol. 3, 1996; PANTER-
BRICK, Catherine; SMITH, Malcolm T. (eds.). Abandoned children , Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2000.
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charities, already known by readers of this journal, this time touching 
upon a topic well raised among Portuguese historians, particularly by 
Isabel Dos Guimarães Sá (9). The chronology of this paper is earlier to 
the rest of the monographic issue acknowledging the historical priority 
of such undertakings.
 Nor are they many doubts about the modern timing of the full involve-
ment of medicine on the health of children. If we are given notice of it 
in some contexts as soon as the end of the 17th century, it occurs that, 
as a general Western process, it gained momentum on the last decades 
of the 19th century and joined with the modern boom of medicaliza-
tion and especialization (10). Under such terms can be found in the 
most conspicuous of the recent general works published in the history 
of medicine. Roy Porter (1997) put the new concerns for child health 
 (9) SÁ, Isabel dos Guimarães. The «Casa da roda do Porto»: Reception and resti-
tution of foundlings during the 18th century. In: Enfance abandonee et société…, 
note 8, pp. 539-571; SÁ, Isabel. Child abandonment in Portugal : legislation and 
institutional care. Continuity and Change, 1994, 9, 69-89; SÁ, Isabel. Quando o rico 
se faz pobre: misericórdias, caridade e poder no imperio portugués, 1500-1800, Lisboa, 
Comissão Nacional para as Comemoraçoes dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1997; 
SÁ, Isabel. As Misericórdias portuguesas de D. Manuel I a Pombal, Lisboa, Livros 
Horizonte, 2001; ABREU, Laurinda. Memórias da Alma e do Corpo. A Misericordia de 
Setúbal na Modernidade, Viseu, Palimage Ed., 1999; ABREU, Laurinda. Purgatório, 
Misericórdias e caridade: condições estruturantes da assistência em Portugal 
(séculos XV-XIX). Dynamis, 2000, 20, 395-415; ABREU, Laurinda. O papel das 
Misericórdias dos «lugares de além-mar» na formação do Império portugués. 
Hist. Cienc. Saude, 2001, 8 (3), 591-611. 
(10) GARRISON, Fielding M. History of Pediatrics [1923]. In: I. Abt (ed.), System 
of Pediatrics, Philadelphia, Saunders, 1965, vol.1, pp.1-170. GRANJEL, Luis S. 
Historia de la pediatría española, Salamanca, Imp. Cervantes, 1965. SEIDLER, 
Eduard. El desarrollo de la Pediatría moderna. In : Pedro Laín Entralgo (ed.), 
Historia Universal de la Medicina, Barcelona, Salvat, 1974, vol. 6, pp. 203-215. 
SCHADEWALDT, Hans. Die Annerkennung der Kinderheilkunde als selbstän-
diges Fach. In: Kinderheilkunde Einst und Jetzt, München, Wissenschaft Dienst 
Alete, 1975, pp. 7-20. CONE, Thomas E. History of American Pediatrics, Boston, Little 
Brown, 1979. HUARD, Pierre; LAPLANE, Robert. Histoire illustrée de la pédiatrie, 
3 vols., Paris, Dacosta, 1981-83. COOTER, Roger (ed.). In the name of the child. 
Health and welfare, 1880-1940, London, Routledge, 1992. FILDES, Valerie; MARKS, 
Lara; MARLAND, Hilary (eds.). Women and children first:International maternal and 
infant welfare, 1870-1945. London, Routledge, 1992.
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within the context of the relationships among «medicine, state and soci-
ety» in the 20th century, inside the growing realm of «the socialization 
of medicine and the medicalization of society» (11). The collection by 
Cooter and Pickstone (2000) on 20th century medicine encloses a chap-
ter on the child experience of disease where it can be read that medi-
cal examinations became a routine procedure for 20th century children 
under a complex knot of changes including the triumph of a bourgeois 
concept of family, imperial rivalries and worries about racial degenera-
tion (12). López Piñero (2002) also agrees suggesting that the dominant 
role in the making of the pediatric specialty were social influences (13). 
The paper by Rosa Ballester and Enrique Perdiguero —long standing 
fellows in the same research team, experts in history and anthropology 
of medicine, and well acquainted with child health topics (14) —explores 
(11) PORTER, Roy. The greatest benefit to mankind. A medical history from antiquity to 
the present, London, HarperCollins Publishers, 1997, pp. 634-635.
(12) VINER, Russell; GOLEEN, Janet. Children’s Experiences of Illness. In: R. Cooter 
and J. Pickstone (eds.), Medicine in the twentieth century, Amsterdam, Hartwood 
Academic Publishers, 2000, pp.575-587.
(13) LÓPEZ PIÑERO, J. M. La medicina en la historia, Madrid, La esfera de los libros, 
2002, pp. 632-633.
(14) BALLESTER AÑÓN, Rosa. La historia clínica pediátrica durante el siglo XIX, Za-
ragoza, Universidad, 1977; BALLESTER, Rosa. Los presupuestos conceptuales 
y metodológicos del diagnóstico de las enfermedades infantiles en la España 
del siglo XIX. La introducción de las corrientes europeas en el encuentro 
clínico pediátrico. In : Elvira Arquiola; José Martínez Pérez (eds.). Ciencia en 
expansión. Estudios sobre la difusión de las ideas científicas y médicas en España (siglos 
XVIII-XX), Madrid, Editorial Complutense, 1995, pp. 305-320 y PERDIGUERO 
GIL, Enrique; BERNABEU MESTRE, Josep. Morir de dentición, ¿una creencia 
popular? In : Elvira Arquiola; José Martínez Pérez (eds.). Ciencia en expansión. 
Estudios sobre la difusión de las ideas científicas y médicas en España (siglos XVIII-
XX), Madrid, Editorial Complutense, 1995, pp. 305-320, 469-487; BALLESTER 
AÑÓN, Rosa; PERDIGUERO GIL, Enrique. «Levántate temprano, acuéstate 
pronto y ocupa bien el día». Medicina, higiene y moral en la escuela primaria 
en España (1857-1936). In : R. Ballester Añón (ed.), La medicina en España y en 
Francia y sus relaciones con la ciencia, la tradición y los saberes tradicionales (siglos 
XVIII a XX), Alicante, Instituto de cultura Juan Gil-Albert , 1998, pp. 171-196; 
BALLESTER AÑÓN, Rosa; PERDIGUERO GIL, Enrique. Los estudios sobre 
crecimiento humano como instrumento de medida de la salud de los niños 
españoles. Áreas. Revista de Ciencias Sociales, 2000, 20 [Número monográfico: 
Higienismo y Educación, s. XVIII-XX], 161-170.
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empirically such linkage. Thus, it follows the evolution of a particular 
scientific component of infant medical care in two separate national situ-
ations with different political e ideological contexts. As a contribution to 
the growing «industry» of studies on the history of human height, this 
paper emphasizes the need to take into account the fruits of research in 
history of medicine and health to the on-going debate on the historical 
question of the level of life in Spain. 
 There is already a large bibliography on aspects of the modern 
development of child health in different countries. The integration of 
the several groups of problems so far emphasized is found, as the con-
nection of the concerns on the health of the children and the public 
health movement, the dimensions in terms of race and size of popu-
lation, and the institutional development of a technological medicine 
that won support from the people through means of complex persua-
sive process that eventually included the blaming of mothers in the 
nursing process and their becoming actual professional agents (15).
 Links of interventionist activities on child health with the institution 
and rationale of Public health have been particularly emphasized (16). 
(15) FILDES, Valerie A. Breast, bottles and babies. A history of infant feeding, Edinburgh, 
Edinburgh University Press, 1986; APPLE, Rima D. Mothers and medicine. A social 
history of infant feeding, 1890-1950, Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1987; 
DWORK, Déborah. War is good for babies and other young children, London, Ta-
vistock, 1987. FILDES, V. A. Wet nursing. A history from antiquity to present, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 1988. APPLE, R. D. Constructing Mothers: Scientific 
Motherhood in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, Soc. Hist. Med., 1995, 
8 (2), 161-178. BALLESTER, Rosa; BALAGUER, Emilio. La infancia como va-
lor y como problema en las luchas sanitarias de principios de siglo en España. 
Dynamis, 1995, 15, 177-192. 
(16) LEWIS, Jane. The politics of motherhood. Child and maternal welfare in England, 
1900-1930, London, Croom Helm, 1980; MECKEL, Richard A. Save the babies. 
American public health reform and the prevention of infant mortality 1850-1929, Bal-
timore, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990; ROLLET-ECHALIER, Ca-
therine. La politique à l’égard de la petite enfance sous la IIIème République, 2 vols., 
Paris, PUF/INED, 1990; KLAUS, Alisa. Every child a lion: The origins of maternal 
and infant health policy in the United States and France, 1890-1920, Ithaca, Cornell 
University Press, 1993. SCHABEL, Elmer. Soziale Hygiene zwischen sozialer Reform 
und sozialer Biologie: Fritz Rott (1878-1959) und die Säuglingsfürsorge in Deutschland, 
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We should remember the moral and political grounds in which the 
medical specialty for children was originated, as commented above, 
at the same time indeed that some technical and scientific novelties 
appeared. That is why paediatric practices were from the beginning 
very close to educational activities. In all industrialised countries, Pe-
diatry grew thanks to its links to preventive campaigns (puériculture) in 
the first half of the 20th century. When in particular in France —as 
shown by Ballester and Perdiguero’s paper— a sub-specialty called 
«Social Pediatry» was formally established, it was a move to preserve 
a holistic understanding of the health of the children in front of the 
one-sidedness of clinicians in the years of the triumph of antibiotics, 
as well as a call for internationalism directed towards the so-called 
Third World. Its roots within the pioneer projects of public interven-
tion against infant and child mortality of the first third of the 20th 
century did not go unnoticed (17).
 Papers by Walter Bruchhausen and Catherine Rollet are related 
to this historical aspect. We are faced to the colonial translation of 
European preventives practices against infant mortality in East Africa 
under German and English rule, and we are presented the French 
child health notebook that follows the thread of shifting relations 
between families (particularly mothers) and physicians, as well as the 
involvement of the public or state authorities. Bruchhausen, from a 
ethnomedicine background, follows with this paper his research pro-
jects on the links between «care of the body and care of the soul» (as 
he named a recent paper) grounded on the German African colonies, 
that made him master both the rich documentary sources of colonial 
Husum, Matthiesen-Verlag, 1995. MARKS, Lara V. Metropolitan maternity: maternal 
and infant welfare services in early twentieth century London, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 
1996. RODRÍGUEZ OCAÑA, Esteban. La construcción de la salud infantil. 
Ciencia, medicina y educación en la transición sanitaria en España. Historia 
contemporánea, 1999, nº 18, 19-52. APPLE, R. D. Reaching out to mothers: Public 
health and child welfare, Sheffield, EAHMH Publications [Evening Lecture Se-
ries-5], 2002.
(17) BRANDT, J. Geschichte und Begriff der sozialen Pädiatrie. Der Öffentliche Gesund-
heitsdienst, 1966, 28, 303-313.
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administration as the archives of missionary orders (18). We should be 
aware that postcolonial studies are one of most rich and productive 
fields of historiography nowadays (19). Catherine Rollet-Echalier is 
one of the authorities on the topic of history of childhood. Although 
she comes from the side of historical demography, her qualitativistic 
sensibility has been proofed at length and her paper was one of the 
invited lectures of the Geneva Conference (20). 
 A further contemporary novelty is also the forming of a transnatio-
nal space of vigilance and health prevention (21). It has accompanied 
the history of the imperialistic struggles from half the 19th century 
(international sanitary conferences and health vigilance services in the 
Otoman empire), received the first supranational institutions at the 
beginnings of the 20th century (International —Pan American— Sa-
nitary Bureau, 1902; Office Internationale d’Hygiène Publique, 1903) and 
in the inter war period saw the f lourishing of new bodies within the 
League of Nations network (Health Organization of the L. N., 1920) 
(18) BRUCHHAUSEN, Walter. Gesundheit durch oder trotz Kultur? Die sozio-kulturelle 
Dimension als Argument in Erforschung und Geschichte der Medizin in Osta-
frika, Geschichte und Kulturen. Zeitschrift zur Geschichte und Entwicklung der Dritten 
Welt, 2000, 9, 145–175; BRUCHHAUSEN, W.; ROELCKE, Volker. Categorising 
«African medicine». The German discourse on East African healing practices, 
1885–1918. In: Waltraud Ernst (ed.), Plural medicine, London, Routledge, 2002, 
pp. 76-94.
(19) MEDINA DOMÉNECH, Rosa M. La Historia de la medicina en el siglo XXI, Gra-
nada, Universidad de Granada [in press].
(20) ROLLET-ECHALIER, Catherine. La politique à l’égard de la petite enfance…, note 
15; DE LUCA, Virginia; ROLLET-ECHALIER, Catherine. La Pouponnière de 
Porchefontaine, l’expérience d’une institution sanitaire et sociale, Paris, l’Harmattan, 
1999. ROLLET-ECHALIER, Catherine; MOREL, Marie-France. Des bébés et des 
hommes, traditions et modernité des soins aux tout-petits, Paris, A. Michel, 2000; 
ROLLET, Catherine. Les enfants au XIXème siècle, Paris, Hachette, 2001.
(21) WEINDLING, Paul (ed.), International health organisations and movements, 1918-
1939, Cambridge, CUP, 1995; WEINDLING, Paul. The Role of International 
Organizations in Setting Nutritional Standards in the 1920s and 1930s. In : 
Harmke Kamminga; Andrew Cunningham (eds.), The science and culture of 
nutrition, 1840-1940, Amsterdam, Rodopi [Clio Medica, 32], 1995, pp. 319-332; 
RODRÍGUEZ-OCAÑA, Esteban (ed.). The politics of the healhty life: an international 
perspective, Sheffield, EAHMH Publications, 2002.
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and the stepping onto the world stage of philanthropic foundations, 
as the Rockefeller, Save the Children Fund, and others. The paper by 
James Gillespie, also a piece within a coherent personal project of re-
search (22), is related to this set of problems. It studies the birth of new 
international agencies around the difficulties of providing care to infants 
and children in the aftermath of the Second World War. Exactness and 
accuracy are virtues of his analysis on the complex relations established 
among national politics, organization conveniences, scientific rationality 
and personal choices of their expert managers.
 All together, the five papers contained in this collection can be 
understood as practical and stimulating exercises of historiography of 
medicine and health where popular, institutional and medical habits are 
scrutinised within its social and political context. That is why I hope that 
they represent a most pleasant reading.
(22) GILLESPIE, James A. The price of health. Australian governments and medical 
politics 1910-1960, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991; GILLESPIE, 
J. A. Social medicine, Social security and international health, 1940-1960. In : 
Rodríguez-Ocaña (ed.), note 20, pp. 219-239.
